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This paper reports the results of a survey assessing the interest of
Medical Library Association (MLA) members in acquiring or
improving research skills through continuing education (CE). It
describes respondents' educational preparation for research and
selected research activities, reviews MLA's experiences with offering
CE courses on research topics, and discusses MLA's role in providing
education to prepare members for research. The paper includes
recommendations for improving research skills through CE and other
professional activities. Topics of greatest interest to MLA members
were survey development, problem identification, evaluation and cost
studies, survey methodology, and methods of data collection. Many
respondents preferred local courses. Academic health sciences
librarians, as a group, were found to be more productive publishers
than hospital librarians. Many respondents reported the availability
of free or subsidized research-support services, but more than half
did not. More than 90% of respondents indicated that MLA should
actively encourage, require, or offer research education. A
comprehensive plan for obtaining research skills through CE, along
with individual self-assessment and counseling, is recommended.
In the 1980s, the library literature reflected a growing the practice of librarianship. A 1989 review conclud-
concern over the need to conduct research to advance ed that library and information science (LIS) research
improved somewhat over the decade but called for a
I The project was funded in part by a research grant from the coordinated program to enhance the importance and
Medical Library Association and was presented on May 21, 1990, quality of research [1]. The key players in such a pro-
at the Ninetieth Annual Meeting of the Medical Library Associa- gram are individual researchers, practitioners, library
tion, Detroit, Michigan. educators, funding agencies, and professional asso-
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ciations such as the Medical Library Association
(MLA).
This paper reports the results of a survey of MLA
members regarding their research activities and their
educational preparation for research, as well as their
interest in obtaining research skills through continu-
ing education (CE). Data also were collected on the
research support services available to respondents in
work settings. A detailed analysis of the relationship
between institutional support services and research
productivity among health sciences librarians is in
progress [2].
The paper reviews MLA's experience in offering
CE courses on research topics and discusses the as-
sociation's role in providing education in research
skills. Finally, recommendations are made for im-
proving research skills through CE and other pro-
fessional activities. The results of the survey are ex-
pected to be useful to MLA and to other library and
information science associations as they plan con-
tinuing education activities, either individually or in
concert.
THE EMERGING RESEARCH IMPERATIVE
In the last decade, a number of LIS groups, including
MLA, have advocated increased attention to and sup-
port for research, and many have proposed research
agendas that outline those areas where research can
be applied to practice [3-5]. The American Society for
Information Science (ASIS) has long had a Research
Committee, and it awards funds for research. The
Special Libraries Association (SLA) recently inaugu-
rated an awards program for research, providing
funding of approximately $15,000 for selected pro-
jects. Although the American Library Association
(ALA) has been criticized for its lack of attention to
and recognition of LIS research, ALA maintains an
Office for Research and sponsors several research
awards [6].
MLA elevated the importance of LIS research in
founding a Library Research Section in 1982, first
offering an annual $500.00 stipend to stimulate re-
search projects and, in 1990, doubling the amount.
MLA's strategic plan indicates that one of the organ-
ization's primary goals is to "improve health through
professional excellence and leadership of its members
in research in health information science" [7]. Several
one-day workshops on research topics have been held
in support of this goal.
These diverse research agendas reflect many of the
problems facing the profession and underscore the
growing need for research to address these problems.
The emergence of these agendas suggests that the
time has come for practicing librarians to begin ex-
amining "real world" problems systematically using
accepted research methods and thereby to enhance
the stature of LIS as a scientific discipline.
EDUCATION FOR RESEARCH
A serious hurdle to attaining such a goal is the short-
age of librarians who are prepared to carry out sys-
tematic research. Traditionally, library school facul-
ties and academic librarians have produced most LIS
research, but the number of library school faculty
members available to carry out such research has de-
creased along with the number of library schools [8].
Inducements such as professional recognition inspire
enthusiasm for research, but librarians also must be
competent in research. While the professional mas-
ter's degree program is the primary avenue for ac-
quiring research competency, CE can serve as a vehicle
for increasing understanding of-and maintaining
proficiency in-research techniques [9].
CONTINUING EDUCATION IN MLA
MLA has for many years conducted an ambitious and
successful CE program [10]. When MLA shifted from
a certification program to recognizing professional
attainments through membership in the Academy of
Health Information Professionals (AHIP), it estab-
lished basic research techniques as one of the core
areas of knowledge required for admission to the
academy. A CE committee within the Library Re-
search Section (the Liaison to Continuing Education
Committee) was charged with recommending CE ac-
tivities needed to help librarians acquire the requisite
skills to conduct research and evaluation studies in
health sciences libraries.
Concern about the need for research-oriented CE
has been expressed at both chapter and national lev-
els. At the chapter level, the Midcontinental Chapter
surveyed its members, asking how professional or-
ganizations could support research [11]. According to
the Burdick report of the survey results, associations
should offer CE courses on research methodology,
statistics, and writing; coordinate research support
networks; provide financial support for education to
develop research skills; and promote administrative
support, especially for hospital librarians. The results
of the Midcontinental Chapter survey suggested that
a national survey could provide additional insight
into potential roles for professional associations in
research education. The Liaison to CE Committee of
the MLA Research Section recognized this need and
decided to investigate further.
As a first step in assessing MLA's commitment to
research education, committee members reviewed the
association's CE offerings related to research. More
than 150 specific CE courses were offered between
1964 and 1988, clearly illustrating members' interest
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Table 1
MLA research courses
Course Years
no. Title offerd
CE 7 Quantitative Measures 1968-1971,
1975
CE 19 Operations Research 1975-1979
CE 41 Data Collection 1977-1980
CE 683 Introduction to Research Methods 1989-1990
NP 855 Practical Research 1985
NP 868 Statistical and Quantitative Measurement 1986
NP 870 Using Data for Decision Making 1987
NP 874 Using Statistics 1987
NP 880 Introduction to Research Methods 1988
NP 884 Reading and Evaluating Reports 1988
NP 886 Current Issues in Biblometrics 1988
NP 895 Questionnaire Development 1989
in a wide variety of subjects. However, beginning
with MLA CE 1, entitled "Punch Cards," and ending
with New Perspectives course 988, "Expert Systems
Design," only twelve classes could be identified as
research-related. In the 1960s and early 1970s, only a
class entitled "Quantitative Measures" was available;
"Operations Research" and "Data Collection" were
the sole offerings in the mid- to late 1970s and early
1980s. After a five-year gap from 1981 to 1985, during
which no research-related courses were offered, eight
New Perspectives courses were developed and made
available (Table 1).
This analysis of course offerings suggests that in-
struction in research methodology is probably ac-
quired in library schools or not at all, and while re-
search is of only minor interest to medical librarians,
an increasing number of research-related courses have
been offered since the mid-1980s. Given the patterns
observed in course offerings and the perceived need
to develop a more systematic set of educational op-
portunities, the committee decided that more data
were needed to make recommendations for future
courses. A survey was considered the best way of
gathering the data.
PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY
OF THE SURVEY
The purpose of the survey was to assess MLA mem-
bers' interest in obtaining research skills through CE,
particularly through courses sponsored by MLA. Based
on the results of the survey, the committee could
make informed recommendations to the association's
CE Committee regarding course topics, preferred
learning formats, and the level of difficulty that would
meet members' needs. The survey also was intended
to assess members' attitudes toward MLA sponsorship
of research-related activities and to explore motiva-
tions for acquiring research skills. By assessing mem-
bers' past experiences with research and research-
Table 2
Distribution by library type and experience level
Library type (n = 204) Number of respondents (%)
Hospital 89(43%)
Academic 53(26%)
Corporate/other 59(29%)
Retired, unemployed 3
Health sciences library experience
(n = 207) Number of respondents (%)
1-5 years 54 (26%)
6-10 years 53 (26%)
11-20 years 72 (35%)
>21 years 18(9%)
Other 10 (5%)
related activities, the committee hoped to gauge
potential research productivity among health sci-
ences librarians. The committee also recognized the
importance of institutional support and inducements
that enable librarians to engage in research and eval-
uation and sought information about support services
available in work settings.
With input from both the Liaison Committee and
the MLA CE Committee, a questionnaire was de-
signed. It was divided into three sections. Section I
requested information about formal and informal ed-
ucation in research methods, preferred avenues for
improving skills and acquiring additional knowl-
edge, preferred research-related topics, and previous
enrollment in ten selected MLA research courses of-
fered over the past twenty years. Section II asked
respondents to indicate their experiences with re-
search, publication, and grant writing. Section III in-
cluded questions regarding career stage and work site
and assessed attitudes regarding the role of MLA in
research education. The survey was pretested and re-
vised in March 1989.
THE SAMPLE
The Library Research Center at the University of Il-
linois at Urbana-Champaign selected a random sam-
ple of 300 regular or institutional members of MLA
using the 1989/90 MLA Directory, and the survey was
mailed in May 1989. Librarians from five countries
and forty-four states were included in the sample.
After the August follow-up mailing, the response ap-
proached 70%, with 207 useable responses received.
Data were coded and entered on the computer at the
University of Illinois Library Research Center and
were analyzed using SPSS-X statistical software.
The distribution of the sample by library type and
experience level is displayed in Table 2. To simplify
the analysis and display of the results, the data on
work settings were organized into three categories:
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Table 3
Preferred formats for CE (n = 203)
Number (%)
Local chapter 128 (63%)
Written 109 (54%)
Video satellite 103 (51%)
Software 94 (46%)
MLA annual meeting 83 (41%)
Non-MLA CE 83 (41%)
Other/no interest 30 (15%)
hospital, academic health sciences libraries, and oth-
er. The largest group of respondents worked in hos-
pitals, the second largest in "other" libraries at gov-
ernment agencies, consulting firms, corporate and
professional schools, public and religious libraries, or
outreach agencies such as Area Health Education
Centers (AHECs). About one fourth of the respon-
dents were academic health sciences librarians. Three
respondents were retired or unemployed. More than
half had been health sciences librarians for 10 years
or less and about one third had 11 to 20 years of work
experience.
Twenty-one percent of the respondents had re-
ceived formal training during the past five years in
research methodology or statistics, in either academic
courses (including library school) or CE courses. Of
those who had taken academic courses, about half
had taken these courses somewhere other than in
library school, such as in a local academic institution.
Only ten respondents reported obtaining research or
statistical training through CE.
CONTINUING EDUCATION PLANS
Twenty percent of the respondents indicated that they
planned to take a research-related course in 1989,
whether through a local academic institution, a local
CE program, or CE offered by a professional associ-
ation such as MLA. Respondents also were asked
which research-related MLA courses they had taken
in the past or planned to take in 1989. Those selected
most often were CE 683 (Research Methods), NP 884
(Critical Reading), and NP 895 (Questionnaire De-
velopment). Because the survey was conducted in
1989, the Evaluation Symposium cosponsored by
MLA's Research and Hospital Library Sections (in
May 1989) also was included as an option. Eleven
percent of the respondents had taken or planned to
take the evaluation seminar. In fact, the demand for
this course exceeded the available spaces. In all, 47%
indicated an interest in taking research-related cours-
es, although only 20% actually planned to take them.
Respondents also were asked to indicate their in-
terest in a list of twelve research-related topics. The
five highest-rated topics were survey development,
problem identification (including needs assessment),
evaluation and cost studies, survey methodology, and
methods of data collection. Respondents were less
interested in learning how to formulate research top-
ics or report findings. Other topics of interest were
nonstatistical data analysis and creating strategies for
obtaining funding.
The most popular formats for learning about re-
search were educational opportunities offered locally
and at the chapter level (Table 3). In fact, nearly two
thirds of respondents indicated a preference for at-
tending CE courses locally or in conjunction with
local meetings such as those held by MLA chapters.
While MLA courses continue to be an acceptable way
to learn about research topics, more than half of the
respondents indicated a willingness to consider al-
ternative learning situations.
LEVELS OF RESEARCH ACTIVITY
Three indicators were used to assess the level of re-
search activity among the respondents: evaluations
of library services, publications, and grants. For many
librarians, evaluations are an appropriate and re-
warding way to get started in research. The majority
of respondents indicated that they analyze or eval-
uate library services at least every two years, and the
remainder reported rarely or never analyzing library
services.
Because publication of findings generally is re-
garded as the final step in the research process, pub-
lications were used as one measure of research pro-
ductivity. Academic health sciences librarians were
found to be the most productive group. Thirty-four
percent had published at least one article in a refereed
journal; 32% had never published. (It should be noted
that these figures refer to all types of publications,
not just those reporting research results. Actual re-
search reports are probably fewer in number.) Hos-
pital librarians were the least productive group; only
9% had published an article in a refereed journal, and
61% reported never publishing.
Grant activity also was used to gauge research pro-
ductivity. Regardless of the type of funding sought,
writing a grant proposal requires research-related
skills, namely, conceptualizing a problem, research-
ing the background of similar projects, documenting
need, formulating a methodology, justifying a bud-
get, and evaluating the outcome. About one third of
the librarians responding to the survey had applied
successfully for a grant.
RESEARCH SUPPORT SERVICES
Respondents also were asked to indicate which of
seven research support services were available in the
workplace and at what cost (Figure 1). Research sup-
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port services were defined as those the institution
provides to employees as part of normal operations,
such as release time for research, online search sup-
port, research assistance, and statistical consultation.
Twenty percent of the respondents were allowed re-
lease time to conduct research; however, 43% were
not, and 32% did not know whether release time was
available to them. Statistical consultation was not
available to 31% of the respondents, but 30% could
get it free of charge.
In summary, many librarians were engaged in re-
search activities. Some had free or subsidized support
services available to them, but more than half of the
respondents did not have these benefits. Unfortu-
nately, a substantial number did not even know if
support services exist.
MLA'S ROLE
The last question on the survey assessed MLA's role
in education for research. More than 90% indicated
that MLA should actively encourage, require, or offer
research education. More than two thirds of the re-
spondents believe MLA should take an active role in
encouraging and educating members in research
methodology, integrating such topics into MLA
courses where appropriate. Some members believe
successful completion of a research methodology
course should be required for certification.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the analysis of this survey data the authors
have made the following observations and recom-
mendations:
More than half of the MLA membership would be
interested in learning about survey and questionnaire
development, problem identification (including needs
assessments), and evaluation and cost-benefit studies.
The evident interest in survey design also was re-
flected in the Burdick study, and it corroborates the
findings of other studies of LIS research, which in-
dicate librarians' preference for survey methodolo-
gies [12]. Evaluations of programs and services not
only provide opportunities to develop research skills
but also produce results whose value is readily de-
monstrable to institutions. One third or more of the
membership expressed interest in seven additional
topics. Given these responses, the MLA CE Commit-
tee should consider offering educational programs
that incorporate these topics, and it should review
objectives for current courses.
By correlating topics of interest with educational
pathways, the authors determined that the 20% who
planned to take research courses in 1989 preferred to
learn locally or in conjunction with MLA chapter
meetings. For hospital librarians in particular, local
Figure 1
Institutional support
Release Computer Data Statistical Clerical Research Identify
rTne Search Analysis Consult Support Agwistance Funding
_
Free e FreeSubsidized NotAvailable M Don't Know
CE courses-perhaps offered by other professional
associations in addition to MLA or by local educa-
tional institutions-may be the most realistic vehicle
for acquiring these skills. This suggests that more
incentives should be given to MLA chapters and to
other statewide associations to promote research ed-
ucation courses. In addition, the CE Committee should
continue to explore new approaches to course deliv-
ery through such diverse channels as schools of li-
brary and information science and journal clubs.
About one third of the respondents work outside
academic and hospital environments. Clearly, re-
search education opportunities should be announced
to these librarians, as well as to other potential atten-
dees.
The importance of institutional commitment in fa-
cilitating research is well documented. This survey
indicated that release time and administrative sup-
port were the two conditions most favorable to the
conduct of research. Although many librarians have
access to free or subsidized support services for re-
search, librarians are not taking full advantage of
these opportunities. Some are not even aware that
such services are available. Health sciences librarians
should be encouraged to lobby for research support
in institutions where it is not available.
Many MLA members work in small libraries that
serve special needs; librarians in these settings often
feel isolated and cannot expect to have access to the
support available in the research environment of a
university. For these librarians, professional associ-
ations such as MLA, ASIS, and SLA provide critical
moral support, funding, and expertise. Participation
in programs such as the research mentor program of
MLA's Library Research Section is one way to over-
come the isolation barrier. In many small libraries,
even modest funding for research is difficult to ob-
tain. MLA should be encouraged to seek funds that
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can be awarded on a competitive basis to worthy re-
search projects at appropriate levels.
Collaborative research projects involving librarians
from different types of libraries should be encour-
aged. The Council on Library Resources' collaborative
research grant program is one arena in which librar-
ians and faculty researchers can join forces; another
is the Advanced Research Institute currently held at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Oth-
er collaborative programs involving, for example, ac-
ademic medical librarians and hospital librarians,
could bring the support services and expertise of the
academic setting to bear on the challenges of the cor-
porate or clinical setting. Funding agencies such as
the National Institutes of Health and the National
Library of Medicine could encourage health infor-
mation research by recognizing the role of collabo-
ration in developing research skills among practicing
librarians and by emphasizing the relationship be-
tween research skills and effective grant activities.
Membership in the newly created AHIP is based
on membership in MLA, experience, and a point sys-
tem that emphasizes individual accomplishments
rather than the attainment of a specified set of criteria.
AHIP and MLA together can provide the opportunity
to design and complete a thorough program of CE
aimed at acquiring knowledge and proficiency in re-
search and evaluation.
CONCLUSION
A comprehensive plan for obtaining research skills
through CE, along with individual self-assessment
and counseling, would help health sciences librarians
acquire the basic skills necessary to read, understand,
and apply research findings, and to conduct research
and evaluation studies on their own. This survey pro-
vides a framework within which the CE Committee
can assess MLA members' interest in research edu-
cation. The results can be used to help set a future
course that will meet the stated research goals of MLA.
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